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Celebrating 175 Years of Tioga County Bridges 


2003 is an auspicious year for Owego, Tioga County, and for the Susquehanna 
River. This year marks the 175" Anniversary of the building of the first bridge 
across the Susquehanna River in Tioga County. The purpose of this book is to 
honor that first bridge and all bridges across the Susquehanna River in Tioga 
County since then and also to welcome the newest bridge across the 
Susquehanna. The new bridge, Owego’s fifth, is a masterpiece, combining 
leading edge bridge technology with an appreciative sense of history. The 
result is not only a marvel in its own right, but increases the visibility and 
awareness of Owego’s unique downtown architecture and historic ambience. 
Our forefathers believed that even the most mundane and utilitarian object 
could be a thing of beauty. The new bridge shows that artistry and 
craftsmanship, often thought to be outdated and unnecessary in the accelerated 
times of the 21‘ Century, are still alive and deserving of our admiration. The 
Tioga County bridges of the last 175 years were all important, and each had 
some unique features that will be discussed in this book. The new bridge is a 
worthy successor to its predecessors, and was definitely worth the long wait 
for its completion. 


The Cover Picture. This picture is an artist’s conception of Owego’s new 
bridge, based on the design accepted by the local committee and the New 
York State Department of Transportation. It is a very accurate portrayal of the 
finished bridge, Owego’s fifth to cross the Susquehanna. Official New York 
State Department of Transportation picture. Used with permission 


The Title Page Picture. For more than a quarter of a century Owego was a 
well-known bridge town, not because it had a bridge, but because bridges 
were made here. The Owego Bridge Company, founded in 1892 by Ellery 
Colby and family, built bridges all over the eastern United States. The first of 
their bridges is the one pictured here, Owego’s third bridge, but the first to be 
made of iron. The picture is based on the original artist's conception prepared 
by Ellery Colby himself. 
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, Chapter One 





The Susquehanna River 





Artist William Bartlett came to Owego in 1839 to visit his friend, Nathaniel 
Parker Willis. While here, the two collaborated on a book, American Scen- 
ery, in which Bartlett did the pictures and Willis wrote the text. Included in 
the book was this view of Hiawatha Island and the Susquehanna River near 
Owego. It is interesting that Bartlett depicted the area as a romantic isolated 
wilderness with almost no sign of human settlement, while Willis, in an- 
other book, Letters from Under a Bridge, describes Owego as a busy, thriv- 
ing community, with a comprehensive commercial center. 





Susquehanna. It’s a name that flows smoothly across our lips, almost as the river itself 
flows along its course. The name was given many centuries ago by the natives that lived 
along the river’s banks in a primitive wilderness. The natives were the Algonquin Indians 
and in their language the word meant, “muddy waters.” In its natural state, before the days 
of bridges, canals, and dams, the river was quite shallow and the bottom was easily dis- 
turbed, so that even an Indian canoe gliding over the surface was enough to raise ripples of 
brown to dilute the clearness of the water. Never-the-less the river was vital to the Algonquins 
and to their later successors, the Iroquois, providing drinking water, fresh fish, and moisture 
for their fields, as well as a means of transportation. 


The Susquehanna River is 444 miles long, from its headwaters at Otsego Lake to the point 
that it flows into Chesapeake Bay. Its route passes through the states of New York, Pennsyl- 
vania, and Maryland. It is the sixteenth longest river in the United States and the largest 
river that is entirely within the borders of our nation and empties into the Atlantic Ocean. 


As stated above, the Susquehanna is fairly shallow; its course meanders erratically; there 
are no thundering waterfalls or magnificent canyons on its path. Compared to the Hudson, 
the Delaware, the Ohio and many others, the Susquehanna has been a rather quiet, and 
nondescript river that hasn’t rated much mention in either history or geography books. But 
to the communities that line its banks along much of its length, it is the single most impor- 
tant factor in their history, possibly the reason why they came to be in the first place. 


Prior to the American Revolution, there were no settlements other than Iroquois villages 
along most of the route of the Susquehanna in the colony of New York. Several of the 
Iroquois nations aligned themselves with the British side during the war. The Susquehanna 
provided a means of transportation for the British and their Iroquois allies to strike at settle- 
ments along the river’s banks in Pennsylvania. Most important of these attacks was the 
infamous Wyoming Massacre, in 1778, near modern day Wilkes-Barre, Pa. To stop further 
attacks, the wilderness of the upper Susquehanna was about to be invaded by the armies of 
the Continental Congress. 


General John Sullivan from New Hampshire was placed in charge of a huge military expe- 
dition into the wilderness of western New York to put an end to the threat from the British 
and their Indian allies along the colonial frontier. This expedition took place during the 
summer and fall of 1779. Assisting Sullivan was General James Clinton, of New York 
(brother of George Clinton, New York’s first Governor). Sullivan’s portion of the army was 
about 3,000 troops that left from Easton, Pa. and marched to Wyoming, Pa., site of the 
earlier attack. From this location they were to proceed up the Susquehanna River into 
Iroquois territory in New York. River conditions did not permit Sullivan's army and their 
supplies to be moved upriver by boat, so Sullivan was forced to convert Indian trails that 
paralleled the river into roads that his troops and equipment could traverse. Obviously, 
difficulties of the terrain and the massive size of the expedition resulted in very slow move- 
ment, with Sullivan advancing only about ten miles each day. 





General Sullivan had a fort built for his troops at Tioga Point (now Athens, 
Pa.), which spanned the area between the Susquehanna and Chemung Rivers. 
In the picture, Sullivan directs construction of the fort, while soldiers unload 
General Clinton’s boats at the edge of the Susquehanna in the background to 
the left. This picture is from a mural on the Post Office wall in Athens, Pa. 


General Clinton formed his portion of the expedition at Canojoharie, New York. His army 
consisted of about 2,000 troops, and their supplies and equipment. After a march overland 
to Otsego Lake, Clinton hoped to load onto a large group of flat-bottomed cargo boats 
(referred to as “bateaux’’) that would carry the army down the Susquehanna to meet Sullivan 
at the location where the Chemung River meets the Susquehanna. That location was known 
then as Tioga Point, but is now Athens, Pa. Clinton’s plan appeared to be thwarted when he 
discovered that the Susquehanna was far too shallow to float his heavy boats. Undeterred, 
Clinton ordered Otsego Lake to be dammed up at the point it flowed into the Susquehanna 
in order to raise the water level. It used up a lot of time but eventually the water level rose. 
Clinton got his boats ready and loaded with his supplies and equipment, and the dam was 
broken, allowing his man-made flood to carry the boats on their way. The bulk of his 
troops, however, had to march on the trails that ran at the side of the river. 


Thus both portions of the army found themselves in situations that required some move- 
ment back and forth across the river as they journeyed toward their meeting point. Fortu- 
nately, the overall shallowness of the river allowed for numerous areas where fording the 
waters was only a minor inconvenience. Despite their delays, the two armies did combine, 
with the first meeting of scouts taking place at what has been known ever since as Union, 
about twelve miles east of Owego. Clinton’s army and a large contingent from Sullivan's 
army camped overnight at the site of Owego (at that time known as the Iroquois village of 
Ah-Wa-Ga) before moving to Tioga Point and proceeding with their planned mission to 
destroy the ability of the British and their Iroquois allies to wage war from the frontier. 


Sullivan’s expedition did not leave the area he conquered completely safe, but it did estab- 
lish a claim to the land. After the war ended the land of western New York was divided up 
and sold for development. During the 1780’s potential settlers began to explore the region 
along the banks of the Susquehanna. When it was discovered by these early visitors that 
this region was no longer a threatening wilderness, but very possibly rich in untapped natu- 
ral resources, settlkement began in earnest. It is interesting to note that few early settlers 
came to the area of Tioga County by boat, but rather followed the same old Indian trails that 
Sullivan and Clinton had used. Those that did bring materials into the area used rafts that 
could traverse the shallow waters of the Susquehanna. 


Prior to the early Nineteenth Century, it seems that the easiest and most common way to get 
across the Susquehanna River was simply to walk through the shallow water. It was easy to 
find locations where fording was possible with water from bank to bank less than two or 
three feet deep, and in some seasons, even shallower. Because the water was so shallow, it 
froze quickly in winter, enabling people, wagons, etc. to cross on the ice. 
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Ferries and Bridges across the Susquehanna River in Tioga County 
From right to left (in the order of the river’s flow) 


The new Apalachin-Campville Bridge 
Site of the original Apalachin Bridge and Ferry 
Site of Barton’s Ferry 
The Hiawatha Bridge 
The Owego Bridge 
Site of the DL&W RR Bridge 
Site of Hyatt’s Ferry 
Site of the Tioga Center-Lounsberry Ferry 
Site of the Nichols Ferry 
. The new Nichols-Smithboro Bridge 
[1. Site of the original Smithboro Bridge and Ferry 
12. Site of the old Fording Place 
13. Site of Gould’s Ferry and the new Route 17 Bridge 
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This map of Apalachin shows the location of early mills and the ferry. The 
original 1850 bridge had been at the location where the ferry is shown. At the 
time of the map, there were no highways or railroads through Apalachin. The 
old canal is now long gone. (Note the age-old error — attributing Apalachin to 
Oswego Township!) | From the Tioga County Atlas of 1869. 





In the earliest days of local settlement, the Susquehanna River was shallow enough to simply 
wade through, or to drive a wagon through, without even getting the load damp. Spring 
high water presented a problem, but didn’t usually last very long. Once local merchants got 
established, however, the local natural resources were prepared for market but transportation 
out of the area was an obstacle. It was quickly discovered that damming up the river at 
strategic points would deepen it sufficiently to allow arks and rafts to carry tremendous 
loads of goods down the river to the markets in Pennsylvania, Maryland, and even to the 
Chesapeake Bay, where ships could carry it on to other ports. When the water was deeper, 
crossing the river became a bit of a problem; many people just stayed on one side, but there 
were enough times when crossing was unavoidable to justify building ferries. 


All of the ferries in Tioga County were somewhat similar in appearance and operation. The 
ferry itself was a flat-bottomed boat or raft. Some were small and could accommodate only 
one wagon and its team at a time, while others were large enough to carry three or four, but 
the average was sized for two vehicles. There was always a cable or heavy chain, usually on 
a pulley system, stretched across the river to guide the ferry and to keep it from floating 
away down the river. The ferry was propelled across the river by pulling it along the cable, 
or with poles or paddles; usually a combination of these methods was used. Of course there 
were ramps from the nearest road, leading to the ferry landing. On one side of the river 
would be a dock to tie up the ferry for storage and a small tollhouse. On the opposite side 
there was usually a bell of some sort to attract the attention of the ferryman if he was not in 
transit. 


There were at least eight locations along the Susquehanna River in Tioga County where 
ferries were known to operate at one time or another. Most of these later became the sites of 
bridges. These ferry sites will be discussed in the order of location from east to west as the 
river flows through the county. 


A ferry was operated across the river at Apalachin, but not until after a bridge that had 
serviced the area was destroyed. Before the opening of the Erie Railroad along the north 
side of the Susquehanna in 1849, there was apparently no reason why anyone needed to 
cross over, but the railroad provided transportation to new markets for the mills of Apalachin. 
A new factory for the manufacture of rakes was opened in 1855. A bridge had been built, 
but was short-lived. From the time that the bridge was destroyed, until some time after the 
Delaware, Lackawanna, and Western Railroad was built through Apalachin, the ferry provided 
a necessary link in local transportation needs. The ferry at Apalachin crossed from a dock 
built at the foot of Pennsylvania Avenue where it used to reach the river. 


Three miles east of downtown Owego, along the old road (now Route 17-C) toward 
Binghamton, Rensselear Barton operated a ferry across the Susquehanna to a spot that is 
now just off Marshland Road. The state had barred any bridge or ferry from existing anywhere 
within three miles of the bridge at Owego, thus the reason for Barton’s somewhat odd location 
in an area of scanty population. The Barton family operated the ferry from 1873 to 1911. 
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This ferry is shown on the Owego town map of 1869, but it is not known when it started, or 
who the operator was before Barton took over. One of the Barton children married and 
lived on Hiawatha Island between 1911 and 1913, and moved the ferry over to the island to 
get back and forth. There was no further public operation. 
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Barton’s Ferry crossed the Susquehanna River about three miles east of 
downtown Owego, just a short distance upriver from Hiawatha Island. Leahy’s 
Grocery wagon, from Owego, took advantage of Barton’s Ferry to make a 
circle delivering to homes on both sides of the river, and then returning to the 
store by crossing the bridge at Owego. 


When high water and ice destroyed Owego’s first bridge over the Susquehanna River in 
1868, a ferry was operated until a new bridge could be opened several months later. Because 
of the great volume of traffic at Owego, this ferry was the largest ever operated in the 
county; it could accommodate at least three wagons and their teams of animals. This ferry 
was not located right at the bridge site but was a little bit east. A ramp was built down to the 
water’s edge at the foot of Church Street through what is now Ahwaga Park. A similar ramp 
was constructed on the opposite bank. During the low water months of summer, some 
wagon drivers were too impatient to wait for the ferry and simply drove straight across the 
river, finding that the water was less than three feet deep, even at the center. 
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Abiding by the state’s rule, the next ferry was about three miles west of the Owego bridge 
and crossed the Susquehanna River near the area that is now where Glenmary Drive empties 
onto Route 17-C in the Town of Tioga. Some people may remember this area by the name 
Horton’s Crossing, but that was in reference to a grade crossing of the Erie Railroad. The 
ferry was known as Hyatt’s Ferry. It is show on the town maps of Nichols and Tioga in 
1869. 





After the first bridge at Owego was swept away by y high water and ice in 
March of 1868, crossing the river was a serious problem. A large ferry was 
constructed and operated temporarily until the second bridge was built and 
opened. This ferry operated from the foot of what is now Ahwaga Park. In the 
background, the piers of the old bridge can be seen sticking up through the 
river. Those piers were repaired and used again for the second bridge. 


The earliest record of a ferry in Tioga County was the one that was operated by John Decker 
and Gideon Cortright before 1800. The ferry crossed the Susquehanna between what would 
later become the setthkements of Tioga Centre (renamed Tioga Center later) and Canfield 
Corners (known as Lounsberry since about 1850). It is not known how long that original 
ferry was operated. In the same area in 1842 a ferry was operated by Col. William Ransom, 
who strung a cable across the river for it. Ransom earned his rank by serving as commanding 
officer of the 53" Regiment of the New York State Militia. At the time he started the ferry 
business, he also was proprietor of the largest mercantile business at Tioga Center. The ferry 
at this location continued to operate until the early 1900's. 
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The ferry crossing between Lounsberry and Tioga Center made this trip for 
only one passenger with his horse cart and his dog. Note the ferryman with 
his paddle. Photo from the William Caloroso collection. 


Because there was no settlement across the Susquehanna from the village of Nichols, there 
was no need for a bridge or ferry until about 1850, when the Erie Railroad constructed its 
main line across New York along the other side of the river. The Erie installed a siding 
directly across from Nichols to accommodate farmers and merchants. The Harris DeGroat 
Company, vendors of produce, established a ferry to service their own needs and those of 
the Nichols community. The ferry operated from the foot of Main Street in Nichols where 
it reached the river. Eventually, the Lackawanna Railroad ran its tracks across New York on 
the south side of the Susquehanna, right through Nichols, in 1882. The ferry was now of 
much less importance but continued to operate until about 1900, perhaps because there was 
no bridge across the Susquehanna in Tioga County, west of Owego between 1881 and 1900. 


Continuing downriver the next ferry in the area was established in 1811 by Caleb Lyons. 
William Lyons later operated it. This ferry crossed the Susquehanna between two settlements 
that no longer exist, both having been more or less absorbed into the larger communities 
adjacent to them. The Lyons ferry connected New Bedford (now the eastern area of 
Smithboro) on the north bank of the river to Hooper’s Valley (now the western edge of 
Nichols) on the south bank. It isn’t known how long this ferry operated, but it certainly 
didn’t continue after construction of the first bridge in a nearby location. 
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A ferry was operated from near the foot of Bridge Street (earlier known as Church Street) in 
the heart of Smithboro across to western Hooper’s Valley during the period between 1884 
and 1900, because the bridge at that location had washed out and was not replaced for 
sixteen years. The Charles W. Stimpson family operated this ferry. 
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This view of the ferry at Smithboro shows the overhead cable and pulley system 
which guided the course of the ferry. This system also helped in propelling 
the ferry across the river. The ferryman still needed to use a pole or paddle to 
keep the ferry aimed in the right direction. 


Although there were numerous ferries and bridges, one fording place was still marked on 
the map in the Atlas of Tioga County published in 1869. At an area about one third of a mile 
west of the center of the community of Barton, there is an island in the center of the 
Susquehanna. At this point, the maps of the towns of both Barton and Nichols show a 
fording place. There are no setthkements shown on either bank of the river. 


The last ferry known to cross the Susquehanna before the river dips permanently into 
Pennsylvania is Gould’s ferry, established in the 1850s, and operated for many years at an 
area in the far western part of the town of Nichols, sometimes known as Litchfield. The 
area where the ferry crossed was later used as the location for a bridge that carried the tracks 
of the Lackawanna Railroad across the river from the town of Nichols into the town of 
Barton. A modern highway bridge now carries Route 17 across the Susquehanna in this 
area. 
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Obviously, not all ferry service in Tioga County was confined to the days of 
horse-drawn vehicles. The Dewitt DeGroat family is shown crossing the river 
in their new automobile in 1915. By this time there were many automobiles in 
the county, but there were still plenty of horse-drawn buggies and wagons 
sharing the roads and, in this case, the ferry too. From the Tioga County 
Historical Society collection. 
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> Chapter Three Of 
The First Owego Bridge 
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Owego’s first bridge, built in 1828, shows some effects of a rough winter in 
this 1865 photograph. High water and debris had ripped loose a number of 
boards from the supporting piers, revealing inner structural members. The 
damage, however, was minor and traffic continued to use the bridge while 
repairs were made. From the Tioga County Historical Society collection. 
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On April 4, 1827 Owego was incorporated as a village. The population was growing rapidly. 
Tioga County had been established since February 16,1791. Owego had become the county 
seat in 1823, and a new courthouse had been erected. From a widespread area, goods poured 
into Owego. The Ithaca and Owego Turnpike, which had opened in 1808, saw hundreds of 
wagonloads coming in every day. The principal cargoes were plaster and salt from the finger 
lakes region. The local lumbering industry was at its peak and all of these products were 
shipped out by the easiest method available at the time: rafts on the Susquehanna River. 
There were no railroads, and the only road leading toward markets was the Montrose Turnpike, 
which had only been open since 1822. The biggest problem with the Montrose Turnpike 
was that it was on the south side of the Susquehanna River; transporting 500 to 800 heavily 
laden wagons across the river on a daily basis was simply not possible. At this time the 
original boundaries of the village included only the territory on the north side of the river. 
Business was booming on the north bank of the river, with many stores and warehouses 
crowded along the riverfront in the downtown area, many with loading docks extending out 
into the river. Developers of the time had begun to look toward the south side for future 
expansion but the river was a major obstacle. 


Interest in building a bridge across the Susquehanna River at Owego had actually begun a 
number of years earlier. In early 1816, a group of prominent Owego businessmen formed a 
stock company for the purpose of putting a bridge across the river. The act incorporating the 
company passed the New York State legislature and became a law on April 17, 1816. The 
name of the corporation was The Owego Bridge Company and the Board of Directors 
consisted of Eleazer Dana, James Pumpelly, Gen. John Laning, Horatio Ross, John R. Drake, 
Charles Pumpelly, John H. Avery, Nathan Camp, and William Camp. These were the most 
powerful men in Owego at the time: they were involved in every aspect of life here. They 
ran their own businesses, local government and politics; they controlled local real estate, 
transportation, and education. They were all civic-minded, but they also wanted to make a 
profit. Given the title, Bridge Commissioners, Gen. Ansel Goodrich, James Pumpelly, and 
John Drake were appointed to the task of finding the precise location where the bridge 
would be constructed. The commissioners were to be paid four dollars a day for carrying out 
this duty. 


The act passed by the legislature specified certain requirements for the planned bridge: It 
was to be at least twenty-five feet wide, covered with wooden planks two and one half 
inches thick. The piers supporting the bridge were to be at least ninety feet apart to permit 
the passage of boats and rafts between. As long as the bridge stood, there were to be no other 
bridges or ferries crossing the Susquehanna within three miles in either direction. The act 
also established the rates of the tolls that were to be charged. The act also required that the 
bridge be completed by November 1, 1821, or the corporation would be dissolved. 


Raising the money needed to actually build a bridge proved to be too much of a challenge. 
There simply were not enough people who wished to buy stock in the company and the 
construction money did not accumulate. The legislature was asked to extend the act longer 
and on April 12, 1822 the original act was extended for another three years. These three 
years passed and still no progress was made forcing the group to once again beg the legislature 


to grant another extension. This was done on April 20, 1825 and the group was given one 
more three-year period. Charles Talcott was now appointed to the post of Bridge 
Commissioner, replacing Gen. Goodrich; the other two commissioners remained the same. 
Three years and a few weeks later, on May 7, 1828, the stock was finally sold and the bridge 
could be built. The location chosen for the bridge was approximately the same as the present 
bridge. 


The job of designing the bridge and supervising its construction fell to local engineer, Ephraim 
Leach, a man of some experience and considerable talent. Leach was the operator of Leach’s 
Mills, founded by his father, Caleb Leach along the west bank of Owego Creek in the vicinity 
of what is now Glenmary Drive near the Talcott Street bridge. A major part of the milling 
operations was a dam and bridge across Owego Creek designed and built by Leach. The 
design of the bridge was very similar to the design used for the bridge across the Susquehanna. 
A few years after his work on the bridge, in 1830, Ephraim Leach designed and built Owego’s 
first piece of fire-fighting equipment, a pumping engine. 





Leach’s mills, dam, and bridge over Owego Creek, designed and built by Caleb 
Leach, served as inspiration and example for Caleb’s son Ephraim. He used a 
similar structure in building Owego’s first bridge across the Susquehanna in 
1828. From the Tioga County Historical Society collection. 


The task of actually building the first Owego Bridge was handled by Owego contractor, 
Abner Beers. Beers lived on the riverbank on Front Street, just west of the place where 
Academy Street now ends. Beers had also built the first Owego Academy building on Court 
Street, very close to the new bridge’s location; the academy building was finished earlier in 
1828, only a few weeks before the bridge construction began. Before the bridge was started, 
a scale model was made by Mr. Beers at his home. Construction of the bridge itself began in 
late May of 1828 and was completed in the fall of the same year. Sadly, Abner Beers died 
within days of the completion of the bridge project. 


The bridge was designed as a deck bridge, with no overhead trusses at all. The weight of the 


bridge and the traffic on it was borne entirely by the heavy wooden framework at its sides 
and under it, which transferred that weight to the piers that went down to bedrock in the 
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river bottom. The bridge was given additional rigidity by having the sides enclosed with 
boards that also protected the structure and served as railings along the roadway. A central 
railing divided the north and southbound lanes of the roadway. The entire bridge was 
constructed of locally grown timber. Some of the assembly of the bridge parts was done on 
the grass of the village park (now the Tioga County Courthouse south lawn.) while other 
fabrication took place on the south side of the river. There had been some doubt about the 
wisdom of using wood to construct the piers that went into the riverbed to support the 
bridge. There was speculation that winter ice would destroy them and bring down the bridge, 
but those wooden piers outlasted the bridge and remained in use for the life of the second 
bridge as well, serving until 1893. The bridge was 920 feet long with nine spans; the roadway 
was just about 25 feet wide. 


A few months after the completion of the bridge, on December 19, 1828 the land occupied 
by the bridge’s approaches was sold to the bridge company. The land occupied by the north 
bridge abutment and approach was valuable Front Street real estate, directly across from the 
foot of Court Street; it was a narrow path between buildings, no wider than the bridge itself. 
This piece of property was sold for $100.00 by David Pixley Tinkham. The land on the 
south side was sold by James Pumpelly for one dollar. This piece of land was much larger, 
and a small building was erected on the east side of the bridge approach to serve as a house 
for the toll collector. 


In 1840, a discovery was made that might have indicated the most gruesome event related to 
Tioga County bridge history. Early on the chilly morning of Saturday, November 28, 1840, 
bridge tender, William C. Foster made his usual rounds checking on the bridge and found 
something wrong in the second span coming from the downtown end of the bridge. Several 
of the planks in the bridge roadway were pulled loose and were somewhat out of place. 
There was a large stain that looked like blood at the edge of the disturbed planks. Later, 
residents who lived near the bridge reported hearing screams coming from the bridge 
somewhere around midnight. Shortly afterward, prominent Front Street resident, Mrs. Asa 
Truman discovered that her servant girl, sixteen year old Jane McAlister was unexplainably 
missing. There were plenty of rumors and speculation, but no real evidence as to what might 
have taken place until four months later, when a young female body was found drifting in 
the Susquehanna by a farmer at the foot of Wyalusing Falls, well into Pennsylvania. The 
body was positively identified as Jane McAlister. A coroner’s inquest was held in Owego on 
April 5, 1841. Nothing was able to be proven, but it was widely believed that she had been 
lured out of her home to meet her assailant on the bridge where she was attacked, then 
dropped into the river, probably still alive, through a hole made by moving a few planks, 
leaving bloodstains from her struggle. The mystery of who committed the crime, or why, 
has never been solved. 


The bridge itself was in continuous safe use until February 8, 1842 when an unexpected 
thaw and heavy rains caused the most severe flooding seen locally in over thirty years. In 
low areas of the village, people had to be removed from their homes by rowboat. There was 
great concern for the Owego bridge as massive amounts of remnants of smashed buildings 
and other debris was washed downriver, colliding with the bridge, but it was strong and 
survived this onslaught. 
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On September 7, 1849, the most disastrous fire in the history of Owego erupted downtown 
eventually destroying more than one hundred structures. Because the bridge approach from 
Front Street was narrow and wedged between buildings, there was some fire damage to the 
bridge and a small portion of the first span had to be rebuilt. 


From the time it had opened the Owego bridge had been a toll bridge, with charges ranging 
from a few cents for a single walker to about a half dollar for a large heavy wagon pulled by 
four or more animals. In the 1850’s the village of Owego had extended its boundaries to 
include territory on the south side of the Susquehanna, and there was considerable resentment 
about paying a toll to get from one part of the village to the other. In 1860 a lawsuit was 
brought before the state supreme court to take the bridge away from its owners and make it 
a free bridge, on the grounds that the charter had expired. The original charter, issued in 
1816, had provided that after the bridge had been in operation for thirty years the bridge 
would become the property of the people of the state. When the early charter was renewed 
in 1825, however, this clause was changed to allow forty years of collecting tolls from the 
time of completing the bridge. The case was argued at the Chemung County special court 
term in February of 1861. The people were represented by Owego lawyer, Benjamin F. 
Tracy. Another Owego lawyer, George Sidney Camp, represented the bridge company. The 
case was decided in favor of the bridge company and the tolls remained in effect for another 
twenty years. 


On March 17, 1865 another severe flood struck the region with water so deep that the 
Owego bridge piers were completely submerged and floating debris was striking the actual 
spans of the bridge itself. The river crested at 21 feet 6 inches, the highest ever recorded to 
that ume. Miraculously, the bridge survived with little damage. 
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In March of 1865, the Susquehanna River crested at twenty-one and a half 
feet at Owego, completely submerging the supporting piers of the first bridge, 
but little actual damage was done. From the T.C.H.S. collection. 





Again, on the night of October 5, 1867, a fire broke out at a brewery on Front Street in the 
vicinity of what is now Draper Park. The fire spread rapidly and destroyed a number of 
structures including most of the first span of the bridge. Rebuilding was begun immediately 
but the bridge did not reopen until January of 1868. 
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The recently repaired bridge was not destined to last very long. On Sunday night, March 15, 
1868 another terrible flood came down the Susquehanna, this time not as high as in 1865, 
reaching only 18 feet, but bringing mountains of ice. After surviving fires and floods for 
almost forty years, the end was near. First the three center spans were torn away by the ice, 
and then over the next two days all of the remaining spans were crushed and torn away, 
leaving only the piers and the abutments. The loss was nearly total. 
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After the flood of 1868 wiped out the first bridge, all that remained was the 
approaches. This is the north, or downtown end of the bridge. From this photo 
it is possible to learn much about how the original bridge was constructed. 


Owego Treadway Inn at Holidoy Sunn EXPRESS’ 


and Suites Owego 
1100 State Route 17C 20 Hickory Park Road 


Sy nds Owego, New York 13827 
(607) 687-4500 


74rooms 34 Efficiencies 


Great Dining and Lodging Deluxe Continental Breakfast 
along the banks of the Susquehan nd (607) 687-9000 


WH WoWwecor eadway.com S t O y S m @ | r t = 





renaissance realty 
3701 Vestal Parkway East 
Vestal, NY 13850 

Office: (607) 770-4909 
Office: (800) 724-4928 


Serving Buyers and Sellers Over 40 Years 
“Call Me for All Your Real Estate Needs” 


Congratulations! 
Tioga County - 
a wonderful place 
to live and 
to work! 


Vern Stuart 
RE/MAX Renaissance 


CONGRATULATIONS TO 
EVERYONE INVOLVED IN 
CREATING THIS 
BEAUTIFUL BRIDGE FOR 
OUR HISTORIC VILLAGE 


179 Front Street, Owego, NY 13827 
(607) 687-0785 FAX (607) 687-3186 


YANKEE CANDLE 


Janous for fragrance” 
. c t € 


We carry a large selection 
of Yankee Candles and 
candle accessories, Boyds 
Bears & Dolls, Cats Meow 
Village, 1928 Jewelry Co., 
Women’s apparel and 
accessories, Porcelain 
dolls, Ganz Cottage 
Collectible Bears, Gormet 
Foods, Victorian Gifts and 
More! Open 9:30 to 5:00, 
evenings by appointment. 


TENDER Loving Care 
by Maureen 


7 Lake Street - Owego, NY 13827 
(607) 687-2009 


/ BSBBANK & TRUST 


Serving the community since 1867. 


BSB is a full-service bank 
offering personal and 
business banking services. 


Tioga Office 
1054 State Route 17C 
687-5757 


24-Hour Telephone Banking Service 
779-2345 or 1-800-299-7234 


24-Hour ATM Banking 


www.bsbbank.com 








Chapter Four 4 


The Second Owego Bridge 





On Friday, January 11, 1878 a New York City newspaper, The Daily Graphic 
published a full page of views of Owego showing homes, churches, street 
scenes, and the courthouse, but featuring the Susquehanna River. This 
engraving from that page shows some folks out for a boat ride near the wooden 
truss bridge that crossed the Susquehanna between 1868 and 1893. 


After the loss of Owego’s first bridge, the officers of the bridge company wanted to rebuild 
immediately. At this time William Pumpelly was the President of the Owego Bridge Company 
and Frank L. Jones was Secretary-Treasurer. The other members of the Board of Directors 
were George J. Pumpelly, Aaron P. Storrs, and Thomas Collier Platt. They contracted with 
Wheeler Bristol to replace the destroyed bridge with a new one. Mr. Bristol was a civil 
engineer who had been working with the Erie Railroad. Many of that company’s bridges 
had been designed and built by his company. After the Erie had reached Owego in 1849, on 
its route westward, Mr. Bristol chose to move here permanently. He built a magnificent 
home in the town of Tioga, near Glenmary, the former residence of famed author and poet, 









Nathaniel Parker Willis. The Bristol home later served as a sanitarium, and still later as a 
nursing home. Today it is a small inn. Bristol himself was very prominent locally, serving 
twice as Tioga Town Supervisor, and at the time he was called upon to rebuild Owego’'s 
bridge, he was serving as New York State Treasurer. 


In the village of Owego, Bristol had opened a substantial industry known as The Bristol Iron 
Works. It was located at the northwest corner of North Avenue and Temple Street. The [ron 
Works operated into the 1870’s when it was taken over by The Champion Wagon Works, 
until the building burned in 1888. The Central Firehouse Annex occupies the site today. 
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The Bristol Iron Works was a large brick factory building located in Owego at 
the northwest corner of North Avenue and Temple Street, where the Fire 
Department Annex is now. The Iron Works building burned in 1888. The 
picture is from the 7Zioga County Atlas of 1869. 


Despite the name “Iron Works,” Bristol’s company built the new bridge out of wood, except 
for the bolts and fittings. The new bridge was substantially different in appearance from the 
old one. The new bridge was a trestle style, which consisted of a long continuous truss that 
ran the entire length of the bridge. The original wooden piers that had supported the previous 
bridge were still firmly planted into the riverbed and so they were repaired and used for the 
Bristol bridge. The new bridge was the same length as the original, 920 feet, and the number 


(nine), and length of the spans was also exactly the same, dictated by using the original 
piers. The Bristol bridge was elevated a bit higher than the earlier bridge, about 32 feet 
total, above the low-water mark; it was hoped this change might save the bridge from flooding. 
The new height, however, required that the approaches be sloped up to the bridge roadway 
level. The new bridge was completed in less than eight months, opening in November of 
1868. The final cost was $54,550.01. 
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This 1868 photograph shows the bridge workers assembling the trusses of 
Owego’s second bridge. The bridge looked fragile and spindly, but it lasted 
for twenty-five years. Note the wooden construction of the support piers going 
down into the river. Even the pilings buried deep in the riverbed were made of 
wood. 


The new bridge continued to be a toll bridge, pursuant to the court ruling of 1861. The toll 
rates as established for the second bridge were: 


One vehicle drawn by 4 animals ...................0.+020.++. 90 Cents 
One vehicle drawn by 2 animals ............seeeeeeeee 20 Cents 
One vehicle drawn he EQNS nssccscccrentesorsexeessactey te) COM 
One animal With NEL sssscssccsseseaccrossasccacaienss .. 10 cents 
One person on f00t ............... fauenvease .. 8 cents 


The toll was charged in one divaction only The —e lise. ventianed to be used. 


During the service of the Bristol bridge, the skyline at Owego changed dramatically; in 
1872, the new Tioga County Courthouse was erected in what had been a simple grassy 
public commons bounded by Court Street, Main Street, Park Street, and Front Street. The 
new courthouse was the tallest building in the history of Tioga County, and must have been 
a spectacular sight to those who crossed the bridge toward it. 


An unusually dry period in 1879 led to a period of time in October when the river had dried 


up to the point that it was possible to see the footing of several of the bridge piers. Fortunately 
the drought didn’t last long, and has not recurred to as great an extent since. 
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This is one of the most striking views of Owego. Taken in 1885, the photo 
shows the Tioga County Courthouse with its original full towers dominating 
the skyline. The wooden truss bridge is shown right next to the buildings of 
Owego’s Riverow. 


Apparently the local people realized that the bridge company would need to continue the 
tolls in order to recoup the cost of putting up the new bridge, so no effort was made to fight 
the toll for a number of years. In the spring of 1881 The Owego Bridge Company offered to 
sell the bridge to the village of Owego for the sum of $25,000.00. In May of 1881, the state 
legislature authorized a public meeting of Owego taxpayers to discuss purchasing the bridge 
and removing the toll, with the village assuming responsibility of maintenance and repair. 
A formal vote was held on July 18, 1881 at the Wilson Hall on Lake Street. The results were 
318 in favor of the purchase, and 68 opposed. The vote also authorized the bonding of the 
village for $10,000.00, after first raising the other $15,000.00 by voluntary subscription. 
The money was successfully raised and the purchase was completed in December. There 
were no more tolls charged as of December 23, 1881, Owego’s Christmas present to all who 
crossed the bridge. 


During 1882, the Delaware, Lackawanna, and Western Railroad laid tracks through the 
Southern Tier to offer competition to the Erie Railroad in crossing the state by rail. The 
D.L.&W. built its tracks on the south side of the Susquehanna River from Binghamton 
through Tioga County. The location of the tracks at Owego placed them right across the 
approach to the bridge at the south end. The D.L.&W. depot was adjacent to the bridge 
approach on the east side. The grade crossing meant that when a train was at the depot, 
traffic crossing the bridge toward the south end would have to stand and wait on the bridge 
until the train left. This practice not only proved to be a great inconvenience, but it drastically 
increased the wear on the bridge. 
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While the bridge itself was level, it was necessary to go up a ramp to the 
bridge from the southside approach. The wooden road surface is visible in 
this photo. The bridge was entirely wooden except for the nails and spikes 
that held it together. 
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The Owego area was a popular tourist attraction from the 1870’s to the 1890's, 
due in large measure to the steamboats that plied the waters of the Susquehanna 
between downtown and Hiawatha Island. This photo shows the Glenmary, 
built in 1884, docked for the winter at the foot of Ahwaga Park, with the 
second Owego bridge in the background. From the T:C.H.S. collection. 


33 


Although it was never damaged by fire or flood, by 1891, it had become apparent that the 
Bristol bridge was rapidly wearing out, and would need replacement quite soon. A story 
was told of three wagons close in a row starting across the bridge; one was a big load of 
stone; the second was a heavy farm wagon, and the third wagon was fully loaded with big 
barrels of beer. As they began across a spectator noticed the bridge sag conspicuously 
beneath their weight; he rushed to the bridge and shouted to the three wagoneers to separate 
and spread their loads over a wider area. Shortly thereafter the bridge was condemned as 


unsafe for travel. 





After the bridge was closed for travel, but before it could be removed for 
replacement, crossing the river occasionally required some extreme action. 
This 1893 photo shows a farmer standing on his wagon driving his team of 
horses through the three-foot deep waters of the Susquehanna to cross to the 
ramp at Ahwaga Park. 
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The Third Owego Bridge 
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Even more ornate than the bridges they built, this sample of Owego Bridge 
Company letterhead shows that the Colby family cared about artistry and 
attention to detail. 


In the summer of 1891, realizing that the Bristol bridge was no longer safe, the Tioga County 
Board of Supervisors authorized the Town of Owego to bond for $60,000.00 for the purpose 
of putting up a new bridge. This bridge was to be made of iron. 


Conveniently, in 1892, a new company was established at Owego, The Owego Bridge 
Company. This company was not related in any way to the old company with that name that 
had been responsible for the construction of the first two Owego bridges. This company 
was started by the Colby family, headed by Ellery Colby, a most remarkable man. Ellery 
Colby had dropped out of school at age fourteen, thus ending his formal education. Colby, 
however, was a natural genius, with a distinct aptitude for the field of engineering. By the 
time he came to Owego, he had accumulated a large group of patents, ranging from mowing 
machinery to bridge structure. As founder and president of the Groton Bridge Company in 
Groton, NY, his proudest achievement had been the design and construction of the 
Pennsylvania Avenue Bridge across the Potomac River in Washington, D.C. When he sold 
the Groton company he put the profit into an even bigger and better bridge factory here in 
Owego. The Owego Bridge Company went on to build fine bridges all over the eastern 
United States; a few are still in service, after a century of use. The company also made 
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many other iron products, including the internal structural supports for the Broome County 
Courthouse. The Owego factory was on upper North Avenue in buildings that had originally 
been constructed to service trains of the old Southern Central Railroad. When the Southern 
Central was absorbed into the Lehigh Valley Railroad, the buildings had no longer been 
needed. The Owego Bridge Company operated here until well into the 1930’s, finally 
succumbing to the Depression. A small portion of the original complex is still standing and 
is used by the Open Door Mission. 
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This photo shows the Owego Bridge Works factory complex in its heyday 
before World War I. The factory continued to be busy until hard times during 
the Depression of the 1930’s forced it to close. 


In July of 1892, the new company was given the contract to construct an iron truss bridge 
across the Susquehanna River at Owego to replace the old Bristol bridge. After some 
discussion it was decided to keep the bridge in the same location. One small group had 
unsuccessfully advocated moving the bridge location east to cross from the foot of Church 
Street through what is now Ahwaga Park. The iron bridge was 1,135 feet in length, more 
than 200 feet longer than the previous bridges. The increased length was to go over the 
D.L.&W. Railroad tracks as well as the river, eliminating the inconvenience of the old grade 
crossing. The bridge consisted of five iron truss spans, each 176 feet long, crossing the 
river, then two girder spans, each 63 feet, over the railroad tracks, then a short section with 
side trusses, 45 feet long, and a final span, 84 feet in length. A very long set of steps with a 
landing in the middle led from the south end of the girder spans down to the railroad station, 
which was just east of the bridge. The road surface of the iron bridge was still made of 


heavy wood planking, which would have to be replaced every few years. This bridge was 
the first one to have a separate walkway for pedestrians. The walkway was on the east side 
of the bridge. The bridge rested on new stone abutments and piers constructed by local 
contracting firm, Ford and Bauer, for a cost of $22,897.00. The total cost of the new bridge 
was approximately $100,000.00, with the D.L.&W. RR contributing about $13,000.00 to 
help defray the expense of passing over the railroad tracks. The change in the bridge 
necessitated an entirely redesigned south end. The new bridge was no longer level; there 
was a slight uphill grade going south. 
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This winter view of Owego’s iron bridge from the very early 1900’s shows a 
substantial group of buildings clustered at the area of the DL&W Railroad 
depot on the south side of the river. The rather bare, snow-covered mountain 
in the background was built up with a housing development in the late 1950's 
and early 1960’s. In the mid-1960’s, the railroad and immediate surrounding 
buildings were all removed. 


The bridge opened to the public in November of 1893 with no ceremony or fanfare of any 
kind. The posted speed limit on the bridge remained the same as on previous bridges and 
warned of a five dollar fine for crossing the bridge at a speed faster than a walk. Since there 
were still no automobiles in the region, this did not seem to be much of an inconvenience 
for a few years. The life of the iron bridge was as uneventful as its opening; no fire ever 
threatened it, and no load ever broke through it. There was very high water in 1906 and in 
1910, but the bridge and its piers were never seriously threatened. The iron bridge served 
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Owego well for forty years, but traffic underwent monumental changes during that time. 
When it had been built, the heaviest loads crossing were wagonloads of lumber, or barrels 
of flour, etc., but with the coming of the automotive age, came trucks. Although the first 
trucks were fairly small, during the life of the iron bridge, loads increased to the level of 
tractor-trailer trucks weighing several tons. Vehicles increased in size to the point where it 
became tricky or even impossible for two coming in opposite directions to pass each other 
on the bridge. Once again it was necessary to replace the Owego bridge. 





Owego’s third bridge was the first to be elevated to go above the railroad 
tracks at the south end. For the convenience of pedestrians walking from the 
village across the bridge to catch a train, a ramp was built from the bridge 
down to the first DL&W depot. When a new depot was built in 1908, a new 
staircase replaced the ramp. The tracks, depot, and staircase were all removed 
in the mid-1960’s to clear the way for the construction of the new Route [7 
Southern Tier Expressway. 
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The south end of the bridge had a sign very prominently posted at the top of 
the first truss arch indicating the speed limit. This limit, a walk, had been in 
effect since the first bridge was built in 1828. The young lady in the picture, 
however, doesn’t seem to mind as she strolls casually across the bridge with 
her bicycle; and there was no other vehicle in sight. Also in this view, note the 
decorative wrought iron work cresting the top of the bridge arch. From the 
Tioga County Historical Society collection. 
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Chapter Six 


The Fourth Owego Bridge 
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This aerial photo from the 1950’s shows not only the steel bridge, but gives an 
overall view of an Owego of the past. Unfortunately, Dutch Elm disease wiped 
out most of the beautiful trees shading the village in the picture during the 
1960’s. Fires and progress eliminated a number of the buildings from the 
downtown area. In the foreground of this view, the DL&W Railroad tracks, 
depot, and freight house were still in operation, but they too would disappear 
in the next decade. Photo by George Bowen, from the Caloroso collection. 
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In 1933, for the first time, Owego was able to plan carefully for the construction of a bridge. 
The iron bridge continued in service while decisions were made, and bids for a new bridge 
were solicited, and even during construction of the next bridge. In fact, demolition of the 
old bridge did not begin until one day after the replacement was opened to traffic. 


A major change in ownership of the bridge was taking place as well. New York State was 
getting into the highway business. The State Engineer and Surveyors Department began 
taking inventory of all of the existing roads in the state in the early 1900’s. By the end of 
1908, they had covered Tioga County. Roads were being improved all over the state, and 
new ones were being planned. In 1911 plans were made for a new road to connect 
Binghamton, through Owego, to Elmira. Eventually these plans would come to fruition as 
the original Route 17, and it would cross the Susquehanna River at Owego. Since the road 
crossing Owego’s bridge was now officially a state highway, the state took responsibility 
for installing the new bridge and connecting it to state highways on both sides of the river. 





Taken in 1933, this picture shows the process of preparing cofferdams to allow 
construction of the piers for the new steel bridge. In the distance, barely visible, 
are the already completed piers that would carry the new bridge over the railroad 
tracks. A causeway can be seen at the right, which was constructed to allow 
equipment and materials to be taken out to the pier locations. 
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Nineteen contractors submitted bids for the construction of the new bridge. The contract 
was awarded to the lowest bidder, which was Frank Lewis and Sons, Inc., of Bainbridge, 
NY. The winning bid was $196,817.55 which included all construction of the bridge, the 
approaches, piers, abutments, and road surface. This bridge was to be made of steel, which 
was fabricated and assembled by the American Bridge Company. The delivery and erection 
of the 1200 tons of steel trusses was completed in just thirty-seven working days. The 
roadway was concrete. The new steel bridge was 1,100 feet long, consisting of five truss 
spans, each 190 feet long, and two plate girder spans over the railroad tracks, each of 85 feet 
in length. The roadway was four feet wider than the previous bridge. There was a pedestrian 
walkway along the east side of the bridge. A new covered stairway was built for people to 
walk down to the Lackawanna Railroad depot. At the time of its completion, the new steel 
Owego bridge was the largest and heaviest ever built across the Susquehanna in its first 100 
miles of length. 


Because the old bridge had remained in place during construction of the new bridge, the 
location of the new bridge was immediately to the west of the old one. The Owego bridge 
had often been referred to as the “Court Street Bridge” because it had crossed the river from 
the foot of Court Street, but the new steel bridge ended up being exactly centered on the 
Tioga County Courthouse, between Court Street and Park Street. 
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In 1933, for one day, Owego had two bridges in service crossing the 
Susquehanna. Demolition of the old iron bridge did not start until a day after 
the official opening ceremonies of the new steel bridge. This photo shows the 
old bridge at left, still in use, while work progressed on the new bridge at 
right. Photo by George Bowen, from the Caloroso collection. 


The steel bridge was not to have an uneventful life, and survived several threats to its 
existence. In the spring of 1935 the Susquehanna River rose to the highest level of many 
years, but it was in March of 1936, that the worst flooding ever recorded in this region 
occurred. Floodwaters covered most of the village of Owego, extending well beyond the 
area of the riverbanks covering almost the entire length of Main Street as well as Front 
Street. The Susquehanna River crested at 26 feet at Owego, but did not reach the road 
surface of the bridge, which survived the disaster undamaged. 
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A powerful steam locomotive of the Lackawanna Railroad is shown here pulling 
a heavy passenger train from Buffalo on its way to New York City. The train 
is passing beneath the girder span portion of the Owego bridge shortly after 
WWI. 


In 1958, IBM Corporation installed a major plant just east of Owego, bringing several 
thousand new jobs to the community, and an incredible increase of traffic. In 1961, the 
Delaware, Lackawanna, and Western Railroad merged with the Erie Railroad creating the 
new Erie-Lackawanna Railroad. The merged system no longer needed two sets of tracks, 
and in the Southern Tier region the Erie tracks on the north side of the Susquehanna were 
kept and the Lackawanna tracks were abandoned. The New York State Department of 
Transportation bought the old Lackawanna right-of-way to be used for a four-lane limited- 
access modernization of Route 17. By 1966, the old railroad tracks had been ripped out and 
the old D.L.&W. depot had been burned and demolished. The stairway coming down from 
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the Owego bridge was dismantled. On January 27, 1969, the new Route 17 was completed 
from the Broome County line west to Owego, passing under the Owego Bridge, with ramps 
to the old Route 17 (now renumbered as Route 434) and the bridge. The portion of the new 
road between Owego and Nichols had been completed earlier, on October 10, 1968. The 
final part of the road within Tioga County, connecting Nichols and Waverly was not opened 
until August 30, 1973. 


In 1972 the bridge was closed for a year while extensive repairs were made. The concrete 
piers were patched, welding and painting were done and an entire new road surface replaced 
the old one. The final cost of the rehabilitation project was $719,685.00 but the bridge was 
given another thirty years of life. 
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Looking a bit like a giant erector set, in 1972 the Owego bridge was closed for 
extensive renovations, including having the entire old roadway removed and 
replaced. The photo shows two spans of the stripped down bridge. Photo by 
George Bowen, from the Caloroso collection. 


In the 1990’s the New York State Department of Transportation was monitoring conditions 
of bridges all over the state and the Owego bridge was determined to be in need of major 
repair or replacement. There was a state master list scheduling bridges for work and the 
Owego bridge was placed on that list, to be taken care of by about 2005. Once the Owego 
bridge had been identified as deteriorating, it was selected to be part of an experiment being 
conducted by the New York State DOT, in conjunction with TVGA Engineering P.C., and 
Strain Monitor Systems Inc. of San Diego. This experiment dealt with a new way to detect 
subtle changes in a bridge’s structural condition, and perhaps slow down deterioration a 
little bit. In the experiment, the bridge’s concrete support columns (part of the piers under 
the bridge, going down to bedrock) would be tightly wrapped using fiber reinforced polymers 
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and simple yet extremely sensitive sensors to detect bridge strain damage. Apparently the 
system performed well and reported that the Owego bridge was showing ill effects from age 
and wear; the schedule for replacement or renovation was speeded up. 


All plans for a new bridge were in place by January of 2000, and preparations for the closing 
of Owego’s steel bridge were begun. A formal closing ceremony was held on December 7, 
2001. The program was held in the evening, and the bridge trusses were decorated from one 
end to the other with strings of tiny white lights. Over a thousand local people took the last 
opportunity to walk across the bridge, led by Owego Mayor, Barbara Fink, and the members 
of the village board of trustees. Next came a marching band, and finally a horse-drawn 
Carriage carrying Catherine Hunt, who was now a distinguished senior citizen, but as a 
young girl she had been the very first person to cross the bridge in 1933 at its official 
opening. 


es . 


ita 
+ 


ee ‘a, i ek 


ss 


w i SUSQUE- | 
a HANNA 
) RIVER 
a a bl 


= 
* 
= 
- 
= 
= 
- 
= 
= 
= 
= 





Going out in a blaze of glory, the old Owego bridge was lighted from end to 
end on December 7, 2001 in celebration of its final day of service, as a large 
group of local people took advantage of the last opportunity to walk across. 
Photo by Fred Brown, The Community Press. Used with permission. 


In January of 2002, the actual demolition of the bridge began. Dynamite blasted the piers 
out from beneath each span, knocking it down to a temporary causeway under the bridge, 
where welders cut it into small pieces. The removal was completed by the end of the month. 
The debris was cleaned up and new construction was under way. All traffic was diverted to 
other bridges for the next year and a half. 
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With a loud boom, dynamite pulverized the supporting pier and the last of the 
old Owego bridge’s spans came crashing down in a huge cloud of dust to a 
gravel causeway below. The causeway had been installed to facilitate cutting 
up and removal of the old bridge, as well as to enable equipment and materials 
for the new bridge to be brought to the places where needed. This series of 
photos was taken by Dave Talcott, NYS DOT. 
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.) Chapter Seven 
The Fifth Owego Bridge 





This view of Owego’s newest bridge offers an impressive look at what motorists 
see as they come across toward downtown Owego. There are no longer heavy 
steel bridge trusses blocking the view of the Tioga County Courthouse and 
veterans’ monuments. The new railings, streetlamps, landscaping, and 
pavement are all designed to be in harmony with the image of Owego as a 
village that is proud of its heritage, while seeking the advantages offered by 
modern technology. The picture is an artist’s conception prepared by the New 
York State Department of Transportation. 


In the mid-1990’s the New York State Department of Transportation began thinking about 
the Owego bridge again. Several alternatives were prepared and by 1998 the state was ready 
to discuss options with local residents. At a public meeting in March 1998, some of these 
options were discussed. The state offered to renovate the present bridge, as had been done in 
1972, to replace the bridge with a design similar to the existing steel truss bridge, or to 
replace it with a modern concrete deck bridge similar to the Hiawatha bridge, which had 
been built east of Owego in 1968. The state also offered options on the location of a new 
bridge, including putting it right next to the present bridge, keeping the old one open until 
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the new one was ready, as had been done in 1933. None of these choices seemed appealing; 
the local people wanted a bridge that would be in keeping with the historic appearance of 
the downtown area, and they seemed to want it to remain right where the present one was 
located. The most important and dominating structure in sight of the bridge is the Tioga 
County Courthouse, which was built in 1872. Most of the other buildings in downtown 
Owego were built between 1850 and 1890. The new bridge would continue to be centered 
on the courthouse. 





This view, from the doughnut shop parking lot, shows the park-like appearance 
of the bridge approach on the north side of the river. The lampposts, railings 
and landscaping were all selected to complement the downtown Owego 
architecture. The picture is an artist’s conception prepared by the New York 
State Department of Transportation. 


Further public meetings were held on May 7, 1998, and it seemed that the members of the 
public who came out to express their opinion were still in agreement about what they wanted. 
In the spring of 1999, the local committee, working with the New York State Office of 
Historic Preservation, asked for a bridge design that would please a majority of local 
historians, merchants, politicians, and residents. The leader and prime mover of the committee 
was Charlene Caldwell, who represented Owego in the Tioga County Legislature. Other 
members included Owego Mayor Barbara Fink, County Legislator Fran Leavenworth, Town 
of Owego Planning and Zoning Administrator Dean Morgan, Tioga Arts Council Executive 
Director Annette Schweiger, County Tourism Officer Doyle Gibbs, prominent Owego 
merchant Pat Hansen, and Tioga County Fire Coordinator Ken Wolfe. A few local residents 
and some Owego business people also participated at some of the meetings. The group 
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received valuable help and guidance from Bernadette Castro, Commissioner of the New 
York State Department of Historic Preservation. The Department of Transportation was 
willing to work with the group. They retained the services of Fred Gottemueller, a historic 
bridge consultant. All elements of the new construction were to be consistent in design, 
including the approaches, walkways, railings and lighting, as well as the structure of the 
bridge itself. The committee chose a deck arch truss bridge. The decision was made and a 
timetable was created for construction. The contract for the overall construction of the bridge 
was awarded to the Fahs-Rolston Company of Binghamton, NY. The contract cost was 
originally set at $18,685,700.00, which included the removal of the old bridge, construction 
of the new bridge, all necessary work on the bridge approaches, and utilities work. 


Preliminary construction began before the demolition of the old bridge took place. The 
winter of 2001-2002 was exceptionally mild; work progressed continually, though suffering 
some setbacks due to occasional hard rain and high water. A wide causeway was built under 
the old bridge, with large pipes to allow the river to flow through. The F.S. Lopke Company 
provided the gravel that was used to make the causeway, and for other places where it was 
needed. The purpose of the causeway was to allow heavy equipment to come out to the 
middle of the river to aid in the dismantling of the old bridge and to drill down to bedrock 
for the pilings for the new bridge. In general, this idea was good, but the causeway had to be 
rebuilt a number of times because of washouts, costing precious time and delaying the 
project considerably. 


Once the old bridge was out of the way, new construction began in earnest. Deep holes were 
drilled down onto bedrock deep under the river’s bottom for new pilings that would support 
the piers for the new bridge. Most of these holes went through 50 to 70 feet of river bottom 
before reaching bedrock and then another ten feet into the bedrock itself. More than forty 
10-inch holes were drilled for each of the bridge’s six piers. Pipes filled with reinforced 
concrete were sunk to the bottom of every hole. Each of these bored-in piles, as they are 
called, must be able to support at least 6,000 pounds per square inch. The bridge piers that 
we see rising up through the river, are built onto the piles. The piles of the river piers were 
done by sub-contractor CATOH, Incorporated, of Weedsport, NY. Buffalo Drilling Company, 
of Clarence, NY using a slightly different process, did the drilling for the foundations of the 
piers on the banks. Each of the piers is made from more than 500 tons of reinforced concrete 
molded to look like laid stone. At the top of each pier were installed heavy-duty bridge 
bearings, which will anchor the bridge to the piers but allow for flexing. These bearings are 
designed to be able to withstand an earthquake. 


In addition to the six piers, the bridge is supported at both ends by concrete abutments and 
wing walls, weighing in excess of 800 tons each. The northeast wing wall, between the 
bridge and the buildings of Front Street, includes some original stone blocks that were part 
of the abutments of the bridges built in 1828, 1868, and 1893. In the process of working on 
the new abutment, original wooden pilings from the 1828 bridge were found. These pencil- 
shaped hard wood logs were some twelve inches in diameter. Despite being sunk into the 
ground for 175 years, the wood was in an excellent state of preservation, showing absolutely 
no signs of deterioration. 
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The first trusses for the new bridge were assembled in the median area of 
Route 17, and lifted by cranes parked on the eastbound lanes, necessitating 
some detours for a few days. Photo by Dave Talcott, NYS DOT. 


Structural steel for the bridge arches began arriving in June of 2002, and crews began assembly 
and installation. The steelwork was fabricated by the Eastern Bridge Company of Claremont, 
New Hampshire. The steel is of the highest grade as are the one-inch bolts used to hold all 
the pieces together. The finished assembly is designed to develop a light layer of surface 
rust that will seal the steel and prevent any type of deep rust from penetrating below the 
outside surface. Each of the assembled steel arches weighs over 100 tons. Cross-members 
connect the side arches and steel pans are welded between, thus creating a surface to hold 
the bridge deck. The pans are criss-crossed with rebar, a special type of steel rod used to 
reinforce concrete; the deck uses some 250 tons of this reinforcing bar. The final deck is 
reinforced concrete nine and one-half inches thick. All of the concrete used on the bridge 
project was obtained from C&C Concrete Company, of Vestal and Owego, NY. There are 
seven spans of varying lengths, for a total bridge length of 1,128 feet. 
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Special cranes, able to lift hundreds of tons, pick up a large partially assembled 
truss and position it for attachment to the bridge pier. Final assembly of each 
of the trusses had to be done after placement because of their enormous length 
and weight. Photo by Dave Talcott, NYS DOT. 


The new bridge has a number of features that set it apart from previous bridges: The new 
bridge has three lanes for traffic, making it the widest bridge in Tioga County. There are 
several observation platforms along the east walkway, where pedestrians may stop to look 
upriver or look along the side of the bridge structure. Some of the concrete is color-treated 
to give contrast to walkways. The concrete of the piers and abutments is molded and colored 
to look like real stone. The bridge approach on the north side of the river is park-like, with 
benches, flower boxes, and kiosks that might house community bulletin boards or tourist 
information. Below the first span on the north bank of the river is an under-bridge observation 
area and river walkway, which may someday be part of an extended river walk. At the south 
end of the bridge there is a retaining wall at the foot of the hill facing the bridge; the words 
Owego, Established 1787 are engraved into that wall in a way that is visible to people 
approaching the bridge and those crossing the bridge toward it. The new Owego bridge is 
truly a showcase project for the New York State Department of transportation and for the 
firms that participated in its design and construction. 
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The truss installation was completed before winter came in 2002, but concrete 
could not be poured to form the roadway until spring of 2003. 


Although the work was actually completed earlier, gala festivities were planned to celebrate 
the opening of the new bridge, to take place on the July 4" weekend. Starting with a stirring 
rendition of the Star Spangled Banner, several local bands performed a variety of music on 
a stage placed a short distance out on the bridge allowing the audience to watch from the 
park-like area at the downtown approach. The Tioga County Historical Society sponsored 
an unusual part of the program, a “golf ball roll,” in which a thousand numbered golf balls 
were turned loose to run down the slope of the bridge toward the courthouse. Spectators had 
the opportunity to buy a number. Traps were set up to capture the balls at various places and 
a small cup was placed at the end of the bridge. The holder of the number of the first ball to 
enter the cup was awarded a substantial prize. Not to be outdone, the Tioga County Council 
on the Arts floated “rubber duckies” down the river and under the bridge. When the bridge 
actually opened, the first to come across was a Color Guard of Veterans carrying the American 
flag. Plans called for the day to end with a fireworks show. 
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In this photo, a twenty-two ton girder, 130 feet long, is being positioned in 
place for the first span of the Hiawatha Bridge, just east of Owego. This bridge, 
while of a standard design, took more than two and a half years to complete 
because of long severe weather problems. This was the longest construction 
period of any bridge ever built in Tioga County. 
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In the mid-1960’s two major things were happening in Tioga County which were leading 
directly to the building of a second bridge to cross the Susquehanna River in the Owego 
area. First, the IBM plant, which had opened here in 1958, was still growing. Thousands of 
employees clogged local roads and even with staggered schedules, traffic in Owego was a 
nightmare for several hours every day. Second, New York State was building a new limited 
access super-highway across the Southern Tier, on the south side of the Susquehanna. A 
new bridge at the eastern edge of the village of Owego, near the IBM plant, could link Route 
1'7-C, a set of new Route 17 exit and entrance ramps, and the old Route 17 (which would be 
re-numbered Route 434). The new bridge would also allow many IBM employees an 
alternative route to and from work each day. The decision was made; plans were drawn up 
by the Department of Transportation, and a contractor was hired. 


In early 1966, Peter Kiewit Sons of Cleveland, Ohio was given a $2,933,000.00 contract for 
constructing the new bridge, and its approaches, as well as making adjustments to the old 
Route 17 to accommodate ramps to the new Route 17. The Hiawatha Bridge is a concrete 
deck bridge consisting of five spans of varying length. Twenty steel girders, each weighing 
as much as twenty-two tons make up the under-deck supports. There are four reinforced 
concrete piers and two abutments that hold the bridge up. 





This beautiful winter view shows very still waters of the Susquehanna River 
reflecting the spans of the Hiawatha Bridge. Photo by Nancy Phillips. 
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Difficult winters and many days of high water slowed the project, and the new bridge was 
not completed until July of 1968. The official dedication ceremonies and grand opening of 
the bridge were held on July 13, 1968, with a number of dignitaries present. Owego 
Congressman Howard Robison, the main speaker, cautioned local residents that the area 
was in the midst of changes greater than any that had been experienced before. Other speakers 
included Charlie Hills, Town of Owego Supervisor, and Leo J. Ritz, President of the Route 
17 Association. A ribbon had been strung across the roadway, and was cut by Harry 
Kuntzleman, acting President of the Tioga County Chamber of Commerce and William J. 
Dennis, New York State Department of Transportation District Engineer from Hornell. 
Entertainment was provided by the Grenadiers and the Mello Dears, two local drum and 
bugle corps marching bands. As part of the festivities canoe races were held, starting from 
Endicott, about 12 miles upriver with the finish line being the new bridge. There was also a 
group of Native Americans that had been invited to perform ceremonial dancing. A crowd 
of about 500 people attended the program. A luncheon was held later. 


On May 18, 1974, a historical plaque was unveiled naming the bridge in honor of the fabled 
Iroquois Indian chief, Hiawatha. For over a hundred years, local legend told of how Hiawatha 
had formed the Iroquois Nation on the big island nearby in the Susquehanna. The actual 
event probably did not happen in the Tioga County area, but the story was promulgated far 
and wide in the 1870’s as a means to encourage tourists to come to Hiawatha’s “wigwam” 
on the island. 





Harry Kuntzleman (in the suit) and William Dennis cut the ribbon to officially 
open the new bridge crossing the Susquehanna River just east of Owego. Photo 
by Fred Brown, The Community Press. Used with permission. 
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This marker was erected by the Tioga County Chamber of Commerce a few 
years after the opening of the bridge, to honor Hiawatha, the famous Iroquois 
leader. Hiawatha probably never actually came to the area, but was the 
inspiration for much story telling on nearby Hiawatha Island during its tourism 
heyday in the 1800’s. The marker disappeared a few years ago and its 
whereabouts is presently unknown. Photo by G. Lee Penney. 


In 1972 there was a major flood that brought high water almost to the tops of the Hiawatha 
Bridge piers, but no damage was done to the bridge. There have been several occasions 
when the bridge has been buffeted by huge chunks of ice during spring thaws, but this 
bridge was built well and there have been no problems to date. 





In June of 1972, flooding throughout much of the northeast United States 
included some very high waters on the Susquehanna. In this view, the cresting 
river has almost completely covered the supporting piers of the Hiawatha 
Bridge. In the background, most of Hickories Park can be seen to be under 
water. Photo by George Bowen, from the Caloroso collection. 
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The Apalachin-Campville 





The Tioga County Mills as seen in this early view were built in 1840, and were 
but a few of the many that dotted the Apalachin area. A special millrace was 
constructed to channel the water of the Susquehanna to the wheels of the mills. 
It was because of the products of these mills that the businessmen of Apalachin 
desperately wanted a bridge to give them access to the railroad tracks on the 
other side of the river. 


Both of the small communities of Apalachin, on the south side of the Susquehanna River 
and Campville (called East Owego until the 1830's), on the north side, were first settled a 
number of years before any thought of a bridge arose. The two settlements do not lie directly 
across the river from each other, with Campville being about two miles downriver toward 
Owego. In the early 1800’s Campville was small, with only a few farms and a bit later on, 
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atavern. Apalachin, however, grew quite rapidly and by the late 1840’s had several taverns, 
a number of mills, and a few stores. There were a number of wharves along the riverbank 
where lumber and other goods were loaded onto rafts for shipment to markets downriver. 
When the Erie Railroad began building across New York, there was disappointment that 
when ihe tracks were put down in Tioga County in 1849, they would be located on the 
Campville side of the river. Two of the most prominent merchants in Apalachin, Ransom 
Steele, who owned a tavern and a store, and William S. Pearsall, who owned several large 
mills, got together and negotiated with the management of the Erie Railroad. They made a 
deal that the Erie would build a depot directly across the Susquehanna from Apalachin, if a 
bridge were built across the river to it. Pearsall and Steele formed a bridge company, in 
which they were the largest stockholders. At a cost of about $7,500.00 a substantial wooden 
bridge was constructed across the Susquehanna River from the foot of what is now 
Pennsylvania Avenue. It was completed in 1849, but the Erie Railroad reneged on their part 
of the deal and built their depot a few miles away, at Campville, where a large stockyard was 
also being built. 





ge” age 
This early artist’s depiction is the only known picture of the original bridge 
across the Susquehanna at Apalachin. The picture appeared in Harper’s New 
York and Erie Railroad Guide Book, published in 1851, for the grand opening 
of the railroad. 


There was high water in 1852, which swept away part of the bridge, but it was quickly 
repaired and put back into service. Shortly afterward, a Campville resident named McNeil 
was driving his team across the bridge, when it gave way beneath them, sending the animals 
crashing into the river below. In the lawsuit that followed, McNeil ended up being awarded 
possession of the bridge and all rights to it. He didn’t have it very long as more high water 
destroyed it soon afterward. After this, a ferry served the needs of those that had to cross the 
river. After the Delaware, Lackawanna, and Western Railroad built their main line through 
Apalachin in 1882, there was less need for a river crossing and even the ferry soon ceased 
operation. People in Apalachin or Campville would have to travel to Owego or to Endicott 
to cross the river for more than another hundred years. 
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After the opening of the IBM plant at Owego, discussion started again about a new bridge 
over the Susquehanna in the vicinity of Apalachin or Campville. Some area people wanted 
it in Broome County; others wanted it near Apalachin. Neither side got their wish, as the 
new bridge that was built in the 1960's was at Owego, near the IBM plant. This was the 
Hiawatha Bridge as discussed in another part of this book. A bridge at the Apalachin- 
Campville area was not to be considered again until another thirty years had passed. 


It came almost as a surprise when in the mid 1990’s it was announced that a bridge would be 
built across the Susquehanna River at a point just a bit east of the center of Apalachin. A 
special aspect of the new bridge project at Apalachin is that it was the first time that Region 
Nine of the state Department, headquartered in Binghamton ever had a joint project with 
Region Six, headquartered in Hornell, NY. Tioga County is normally included in Region 
Six. Surveys were done; a bridge was designed by the state’s engineers in Albany; plans 
were drawn, and by the spring of 2000 bids had come in. On May 1, 2000, the New York 
State Department of Transportation awarded the contract to build the new bridge to the 
Tioga Construction Company of Herkimer, NY. The final contract cost was for the amount 
of $11,663,913.00, which was not only for the construction of the bridge, but also for the 
approaches and ramps. The new bridge would connect Route 17-C on the Campville side to 
Route 434 on the Apalachin side, with new ramps at exit 66 of Route 17, The Southern Tier 
Expressway. The main bridge has six spans, which cross not only the Susquehanna River, 
but also the Conrail Railroad tracks (formerly Erie-Lackawanna Railroad) running along 
the north bank of the river. These girders are made of a type of structural steel that develops 
a thin layer of rust that serves as a protective coating. Once the steel turns a deep brownish 
orange, the natural process of oxidation will penetrate no further. The total length of the 
bridge is just over 759 feet. 
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Wooden forms are being constructed for a support pier for the new bridge. 
When completed, the forms would be filled with heavily reinforced concrete. 
Photo by Dave Talcott, NYS DOT. 
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Massive steel girders extend from both banks of the Susquehanna, supported 
by massive concrete piers, and the huge girder that will link the two parts of 
the bridge together is being lifted into place by two mighty cranes, one next to 
each of the bridge piers in the photo. Photo by Dave Talcott, NYS DOT. 
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Steelworkers, perched along a girder hanging from a crane’s hook hastily install 
the bolts that will hold it firmly and permanently in place, as the gap is closed 
and the bridge ends meet. Photo by Dave Talcott, NYS DOT. 
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As construction got underway during the summer and fall of 2000, the idea was put forth to 
have a contest for the naming of the new bridge. More than a hundred different names were 
suggested, with almost all of them memorializing some local personage that had achieved 
prominence, or shown great valor; some from the long ago past, and a few from relatively 
recent times. One other popular suggestion was the “Millennium Bridge.” The final winner, 
chosen in Late May of 2001, with 162 votes from local residents was The Apalachin- 
Campville Bridge. The Town of Owego Bridge Committee recommended that the name be 
modified to The Apalachin-Campville Memorial Bridge with a plaque that would read, 
“Dedicated to the memory of the Town of Owego Veterans of the Armed Forces, Fire 
Departments, and Law Enforcement in gratitude for their service, dedication, and sacrifice.” 





The new Apalachin-Campville Bridge crosses not only the river, but also the 
Conrail tracks (originally the Erie Railroad) in the foreground on the north 
side of the river. The fencing seen along part of the bridge is to protect 
oncoming trains from the odd coincidence of having a highway snowplow 
heave a wave of snow off the bridge into the windshield of the locomotive. 


The bridge was completed and opened with great ceremony on June 28, 2001. Aribbon had 
been strung across the midpoint of the bridge, and a group of dignitaries led by Town of 
Owego Supervisor, Carol Sweeney, armed with ceremonial scissors, cut the ribbon and 
opened the new bridge. First to cross the bridge were vehicles of the Tioga County Sheriff’s 
Department and the New York State Police. Fire Trucks from Apalachin and Campville 
crossed from their home bases, in opposite directions, stopped next to each other in the 
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middle of the bridge and the drivers reached out of their cabs and shook hands, marking a 
spirit of cooperation. The two fire departments would now be able to offer each other 
mutual support in combating fires on both sides of the Susquehanna River. 





Local dignitaries and special guests gather at the ribbon stretched across the 
roadway of the Apalachin-Campville bridge with their scissors in hand, ready 
to officially welcome the new bridge into service. Photo by Fred Brown, The 
Community Press. Used with permission. 
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The 1869 map of Smithboro on the facing page shows a small but thriving 
community where the Erie Railroad picked up produce and dairy products 
regularly for delivery to cities on its route. There was a brand new bridge built 
to replace the one destroyed in early 1868, enabling the farmers from Nichols 
and the mill operators of Hooper’s Valley to get their goods to the loading 
platform of the Smithboro depot. Adapted from the Tioga County Atlas of 
1869. 


As was pointed out in the chapter on ferries, the Susquehanna River west of Owego was the 
site of many little settkements that had sprung up in the early days of Tioga County. By the 
mid-1820’s, some of these little setthements had grown and merged, while others faded 
away. On the north side of the Susquehanna, Tioga Center and Smithboro became the two 
largest communities, while New Bedford gradually became just an area of eastern Smithboro. 
On the south side, Nichols’ growth overshadowed Lounsberry, but nearby Hooper’s Valley 
was still competing. In order to survive, communities not only would need successful 
industries in the form of mills, but they had to offer other services as well. Merchants were 
needed to arrange shipment and distribution of goods, keeping abreast of changing 
transportation facilities. Taverns, churches and schools would be needed to meet the social 
needs of the local populations. Each of the communities along the Susquehanna began to 
feel that a bridge was also a necessity. 


On January 1, 1828 the New York State Legislature had enacted a law which established 
and standardized the rules for setting up and operating bridges and ferries anywhere in the 
state. Discussion began at once in the Smithboro and Nichols areas about building a bridge. 
To their credit, the group tried to be inclusive, rather than competitive. The group was 
incorporated on April 18,1829, as The Smithboro-Nichols Bridge Company, even though 
the bridge would actually cross between Smithboro and Hooper’s Valley. The most prominent 
backers of the bridge were the Pearsall brothers, Gilbert, Thomas, and Nathaniel who owned 
and operated several mills in the Hooper's Valley area. A fourth brother, William, had gone 
to Apalachin, where he too was a successful mill operator, and would be the prime backer of 
the bridge there in 1849. Gilbert and Thomas completed their first bridge across the 
Susquehanna at Smithboro in 1831. The first three appointed bridge commissioners were 
Isaac Smith Boardman, of Smithboro, Nehemiah Platt, of Nichols, and John Coryell, of 
Hooper’s Valley. Little is known about the first bridges at Smithboro, other than they were 
constructed of wood, and a toll was charged for crossing. Thomas Pearsall was the first toll 
collector. The first bridge was damaged by high water in the spring of 1832, but was rebuilt 
by September. The bridge was destroyed again in a flood in 1837; the Pearsalls sold a large 
tract of land that they owned in the town of Barton to finance rebuilding. 


During the 1840's the bridge was damaged several times by high waters, and each time it 
was promptly repaired. During 1850 the Erie Railroad was constructed through Smithboro, 
adding to the importance of the bridge. In March of 1865, the flood that had scared bridge 
watchers in Owego with its very high waters, did some damage to the Smithboro bridge, but 
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it was quickly repaired. In October of 1865, however, it was high winds that took their toll, 
as a heavy gale blew apart the portion of the bridge that had recently been repaired. Restoration 
of a solider nature was completed in little more than a month. While the Owego bridge had 
been unscathed by the flood of 1865, it was destroyed by the flood of March 17, 1868; this 
led directly to trouble for the Smithboro bridge. Local people watched in horror as early in 
the morning they watched the broken spans of the Owego bridge come rushing down the 
river to crash into their bridge, destroying it too. 


The Tioga County Atlas of 1869 shows that a new bridge was built promptly to replace the 
one that had been destroyed. The new bridge was described as being 700 feet long and 
costing $16,000.00 to build. Walter Randall had been toll collector since 1852 and he would 
continue in that post for as long as the new bridge would last. The next few years were 
relatively uneventful in the life of the bridge, but another railroad was constructed through 
Smithboro. The Southern Central Railroad (which would later be absorbed into the Lehigh 
Valley Railroad) had run a line from Sayre, Pennsylvania to Owego in the 1870’s, parallel to 
the Erie tracks. A few years later, in 1881, the Delaware, Lackawanna, and Western Railroad 
also began to construct a main line through the area, but this line would be on the south side 
of the river. In March of 1881, a crew of workmen had been constructing a railroad bridge 
across the Susquehanna at Owego to allow the DL&W to connect to the spur line that went 
to Ithaca. A winter storm came up and blew apart some of the scaffolding of that project. 
sending debris downriver toward Smithboro, damaging the bridge there. Wooden bridges 
had several inherent problems; not only were they easily damaged by flood debris washing 
into them, but really high water could lift them off their piers and float them away like big 
long rafts. This is exactly what happened to three spans of the recently repaired Smithboro 
bridge in December of 1881. In a flash flood, the center spans of the bridge floated downriver 
until they lodged on an island, some distance away. Because the DL&W Railroad was already 
in the process of constructing tracks along the south side of the Susquehanna River, through 
Lounsberry and Nichols, replacing or repairing the bridge again was a low priority. A ferry 
was established to serve the needs of those who had to cross the river. The remaining portions 
of the bridge were not completely removed until 1884. This was the end of a long trouble- 
filled era of wooden bridges in the Smithboro-Hooper’s Valley area. It would be fifteen 
years before another bridge was planned at this location. 


By 1899, the need for a bridge arose once again, but this time there was competition to spur 
on the communities in their plans. State law prohibited the building of any bridge within 
three miles of another bridge. The people of Smithboro and Hooper’s Valley wanted a new 
bridge, but the citizens of Nichols were also making plans to build a bridge. On June 16, 
1899, the Tioga and Nichols Bridge Company was incorporated to put up a new toll bridge 
at Smithboro. Including Nichols in the name was obviously intended to fend off the efforts 
to actually put the bridge in Nichols. The charter directors of the new corporation were 
Samuel Inscho, Isaac Wheeler, and Harry Winters, all from Smithboro, and David Thomas 
and M.J. Lawrence, from Hooper’s Valley. Their franchise was good for fifty years. The 
Groton Bridge Company began working on a new iron truss bridge on July 6, 1899. The 
bridge would cross from Bridge Street in the heart of Smithboro to the foot of Cole Hill 
Road at the intersection with River Road in Hooper’s Valley. This was in the same location 
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as the old bridges. When the early bridges had been built, the road in Smithboro leading to 
them was called Church Street, because the original Methodist Church was on the street, 
near the bridge. When the bridge was built the street became known as Bridge Street. In 
1887 the church burned down and was subsequently rebuilt on another street, which then 
became known as Church Street. 
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The very first stage of construction of the Smithboro toll bridge in 1899 was 
the placement of cofferdams in the Susquehanna to enable the installation of 
bridge piers. Men, materials, and equipment were ferried out to the little man- 
made islands shown in this old photo. From the William Caloroso collection. 


In the meantime, the Owego Bridge Company had begun construction of a new iron bridge 
at Nichols. The bridge there would cross from the foot of Main Street to an area in the town 
of Tioga known as Spendly Flats. Stone abutments and support piers were constructed and 
the ironwork was being prepared for installation. Suddenly the few residents of Spendly 
Flats began strenuous objection to a road being run through their property to connect the 
new bridge to the nearest highway, old Route 17 (now Route 17-C). An injunction halted 
work while lawyers from both sides went to court on April 28,1900. No decision was handed 
down until more than a year had passed. On May 18, 1901, the Nichols bridge group lost 
their case. By this time, the court’s decision was irrelevant, because the Smithboro bridge 
had been completed and opened to the public on June 28, 1900. The stone piers and abutments 
stood, abandoned for more than sixty years, until they were knocked apart to provide rip-rap 
for local flood protection. 





In this 1900 photo, a stone wall can be seen just above the prow of the rowboat. 
This was originally built that year to be part of the abutment for a bridge 
across the river at Nichols. The other abutment and piers were completed also, 
but because of legal entanglements, the project was stopped and the bridge 
was never installed. The stone abutments and piers stood for more than sixty 
years until they were broken apart and the stones were used in a nearby flood 
control project. 
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This is a general view showing the long spans of the Smithboro bridge. The 
view is on the south side of the river, along River Road in Hooper’s Valley, 
looking west. This bridge did not cross railroad tracks on either side of the 
river. 
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The official opening of the new bridge was probably the most festive occasion in the history 
of Smithboro, with several hundred in attendance. Despite the competition, there were a 
number of Nichols residents involved in the program. There were a few hours worth of 
speeches presented by various dignitaries, but with plenty of musical interludes provided by 
local soloists, duets, and the Tioga-Nichols Glee Club. The most popular speaker was the 
president of the bridge company, because he announced that there would be no toll charged 
to cross the bridge for at least the first year of operation. While the formal part of the 
ceremonies were going on at the nearby Mansion House Hotel in Smithboro, a wealthy 
young man from Elmira, made more than a hundred trips back and forth across the bridge in 
his shiny new automobile, carrying delighted children (and some adults, too) that had never 
even seen one before. The ladies of Smithboro served free refreshments, featuring ice cream 
and the day ended with a spectacular show of fireworks. 





Although the owners allowed the Smithboro bridge to be used free of charge 
for the first two years of its existence, the intention was that it be a toll bridge, 
and it was operated as such for the next fifty years. This photo, taken before 
WWI, shows the narrow dirt road leading up to the tollgate, with the tollhouse 
at the right and the bridge in the background. The toll was collected on the 
north side of the river and a coupon was given for the return trip. The road to 
the bridge wasn’t paved until 1922. 


The new bridge was an iron truss bridge, 700 feet long, of four spans resting on cut stone 
piers and abutments, built at a total cost of $80,000.00. The bridge ended up being toll-free 
until July 2, 1902. The fee was set at twenty-five cents for any type of vehicle. The tollhouse 
was at the Smithboro end of the bridge. Toll collections were conducted rigorously; even 
police cars and school buses were required to pay. Over the next fifty years a number of 
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attempts were made to make the bridge toll free. In 1919, the Tioga County Board of 
Supervisors asked the state to take over the bridge in conjunction with a project of building 
a new concrete highway from the bridge, through Nichols, south into Pennsylvania; the 
state declined. In 1922 the bridge company carried out an extensive renovation project on 
the bridge to meet the standards of the new highway. In 1926, again at the prompting of the 
supervisors the state offered to buy the bridge for $12,000.00, but the bridge company 
demanded $60,000.00. In 1930, the local bridge company was absorbed by the Federal Toll 
Bridge Company. In 1932 and again in 1937, local groups tried unsuccessfully to persuade 
the state to take over the bridge. In 1937, the reason given for the state’s refusal was that the 
bridge was in such poor condition that it would need to be torn down and rebuilt. At this 
point the residents of Nichols were so frustrated that they again discussed the possibility of 
building their own bridge at Nichols, but were prohibited by the old state three-mile law, 
which was still in effect. 





Flooding of a major river such as the Susquehanna is, unfortunately, an event 
that happens every so often. After having earlier bridges frequently damaged 
or destroyed by high waters, the iron bridge was made higher and stronger 
than its predecessors were. In 1906, when the bridge was only a few years old, 
there was a lot of concern for the bridge’s existence, when cresting waters 
rose above the bridge piers and approached the roadway itself. The bridge 
survived the onslaught unscathed. 


Finally, in 1949, the state began the process of buying the Smithboro bridge. Because of a 
variety of minor legal difficulties, the purchase was not finalized for several years. In July of 
1952 a brief ceremony was held to relieve the toll collector of his duties. David Goodnough 
had been the toll collector since 1927. Toll signs were taken down and the Tioga County 
Sheriff drove the first car over the bridge for free. The New York State Department of 
Transportation repaired and maintained the bridge until it was replaced. 
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In 1968, as part of their plan to cross the southern counties of the state with a new super-highway, 
the Department of Transportation constructed a new Route 17 on the south side of the Susquehanna 
River from Owego to Nichols. This stretch of road was extended east to the Broome County line 
in 1969 and west to Waverly in 1973. As part of the overall plan, a new bridge was constructed 
across the Susquehanna at the Nichols exit from the new road. The new bridge connected old 
Route 17-C on the north side of the river to Route 282 (River Road) on the south side with ramps 
to the new Route 17 Expressway. The new bridge is a concrete deck bridge carried by steel 
girders over five spans supported by reinforced concrete piers and abutments. An interesting 
feature of each bridge pier is that the weight of four parallel supporting girders is transferred to a 
single central post that goes down into the river bottom and bedrock. ‘The span at the north side of 
the river also crosses over the tracks of Conrail, which originally belonged to the Erie Railroad, 
and later to the Erie-Lackawanna. The new bridge is about a mile east of the old bridge’s location 
and closer to Nichols. When the new bridge was completed, the old Smithboro bridge was 
dynamited and demolished in 1970. In 1998, the new bridge was reduced to one lane traffic, while 
anew road surface and other upgrades were installed. Both halves of the bridge were worked on, 
in turn. Two-way traffic was handled by a set of stoplights that prevented vehicles from approaching 
the one open lane until the bridge was entirely clear. It is expected that with routine maintenance, 
the new Smithboro-Nichols Bridge should last for many years. 





In 1968, as part of the Southern Tier Expressway construction project, a new 
Smithboro-Nichols bridge was built about a mile east of the old toll bridge, at 
the Nichols exit of the new road. In this photo concrete is being poured and 
the deck is being completed. Photo by Fred Brown, The Community Press. 
Used with permission. 


Te 


Tioga County Tourism 


Website: www. visittioga.com 


An office of Tioga County 
Local Development Corporation 


| 188 Front Street 
“Water Gardens *Gazeho and Pavilion Owego, NY 13827 
*Tropical Rain Forest *Florist and Gift Shop Phone: 607-687-7440 
“Unique Garden Center *Landscape Services Toll Free: 800-671-7772 
Fax: 607-687-9028 
607-687-2940 607-754-8018 800-649-0494 Email: info @visittioga.com 


Tioga United Way 
24 State Route 96 
Dance, Live Music 3 Owego, NY 13827 
Weddings & (607) 687-4028 
Special Events TiogaUnitedWay @stny.rr.com 
Together We Make A Difference 


50 Lake Street * Owego, NY 13827 as ie Wiel y 
800-872-8067 





 TJoPps 


Friendly Markets 





Home & BusINESS PETROLEUM PRODUCTS 
(607) 659-5625 
Since 1949 






42 West Main Street 
Owego, NY 13827 
(607) 687-5449 Fax: (607) 687-8134 






United Water Owego Les Wagner (607) 687-5362 
United Water Nichols Steve Schaeffer Fax: (607) 687-2633 


ad WAGNER LUMBER SAWMILL 


575 East Main Street 


ag ae 
Owego, NY 13827 yy 7 Manufacturers of Qual ity 
i Band Sawn Hardwood Lumber 


telephone 607 687 1491 “6 
Owego, N.Y. 13827 





78 


te i} = 


The newest Smithboro-Nichols bridge, constructed in 1968, is much longer 





and higher than previous bridges, crossing not only the Susquehanna, but also 
the Conrail tracks on the north side of the river. The bridge connects Route 
17-C on the north side to Route 282 on the south side with ramps to the Route 
17 Southern Tier Expressway. The single post pier construction is unique to 
this bridge among all bridges ever built across the Susquehanna in Tioga 


County. Photo by George Bowen. 
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Chapter Eleven 


Other Bridges 
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Undoubtedly, the most remembered and talked about bridge of the past in 
Tioga County would be the curved railroad bridge that crossed the Susquehanna 
at Owego. This bridge, built in 1880, curved fairly sharply as it left the south 
bank of the river and carried tracks across to the north where they proceeded 
toward Ithaca. The D.L.&W. Railroad built their own bridge of iron more than 
twelve years before the Owego Bridge Company built the village’s iron bridge. 


As has been discussed in previous chapters, many Tioga County bridges were built to provide 
access to railroad tracks that ran on the opposite side of the river from farms, mills, and even 
potential passengers. There were three major railroads that served Tioga County: The Erie 
Railroad, which had one of its founding conventions in Owego in 1831, and built tracks 
through the area in 1849-1850. The Lehigh Valley Railroad which, in the 1880's absorbed 
several smaller local railroads which had begun to operate as early as the late 1860's. The 
Delaware, Lackawanna, and Western Railroad (Usually referred to as the DL&W or the 
Lackawanna Railroad), which built a main line through Tioga County in 1881, but which 
had ties to the area much earlier. All three railroads ran tracks that were very close to the 
Susquehanna River at some points, but only the Lackawanna crossed the river in Tioga 
County. 
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The first railroad of any kind in Tioga County was the Ithaca & Owego, which was chartered in 
1828, but not actually built and operating until 1834. At first the Ithaca & Owego Railroad was 
horse-drawn, but by 1840 it had a small locomotive. The line had continuing financial problems 
necessitating reorganization under the new name, Cayuga & Susquehanna Railroad. Eventually the 
line went into bankruptcy. In 1855, the DL& W took over the old Ithaca & Owego and began an 
operation that would last for over a hundred years. The DL& W had already constructed a main 
line from Scranton, Pennsylvania to Binghamton, New York. Freight and passengers for the Ithaca 
area were transferred to the Erie Railroad to make connections between Owego and Binghamton. 
By 1880, this arrangement was no longer satisfactory, and the DL&W was building their own main 
line, which would not only connect Owego and Binghamton but which would soon link New York 
City to Buffalo and points west. Since the new main line was on the south side of the Susquehanna 
River, it would be necessary to build a bridge to connect the Ithaca Branch. 





This ground level photo shows that there were ten short, strong spans carrying 
the railroad tracks across the river. This bridge needed to be very well built 
because trains weigh far more than other vehicles. It is notable that the railroad 
bridge was damaged at the beginning of its construction, when scaffolding was 
blown and washed away during a storm, but the completed bridge was never 
harmed in any way by storm or flood in its almost seventy year existence. 
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The railroad bridge was constructed in 1880 so it would be ready when the main line came through 
in 1881. During construction a storm knocked down some of the scaffolding that had been erected 
to help assemble the iron trusses. Part of the scaffolding was washed downriver where it destroyed 
the bridge at Smithboro. The railroad bridge was curved in order to accommodate the narrow 
space available for tracks on the south side. The curve made it possible for trains from Ithaca to 
merge with main line tracks at the Owego depot, which was located a short distance east. There 
was a turntable near the depot so that locomotives could be turned around to pull trains back to 
Ithaca. The curve of the bridge made quite an impression on local residents who proclaimed it to 
be a world wonder, though it was hardly unique or unusual. The bridge was originally ten spans 
constructed of iron, which was replaced by steel in 1926. The replacement bridge looked so 
similar to the original that few people were aware of the change. Neither version of the bridge was 
ever damaged by high water or storms. The Ithaca Branch gradually earned less income for the 
DL&W and ultimately became too costly to maintain. Service to Ithaca was phased out and the 
last train crossed the Susquehanna at Owego on May 25, 1957. The bridge was demolished and 
removed in 1959. 





In 1926 the railroad bridge had its iron trusses removed and replaced with new 
steel ones. If the pictures are studied carefully, it is possible to spot the slight 
differences in the bridge’s appearance. Photo by George Bowen. 
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train crossing the bridge on May 25, 1957. The bridge stood forlornly, as a 
dangerous attraction for children until 1959 when it was demolished and 
removed. Photo by the Howe Family, from the Caloroso collection. 


There was also an important railroad bridge built for the DL&W main line that crossed the 
Susquehanna River from the Town of Nichols into the Town of Barton. That bridge was 
built in 1881 and served the railroad until the 1960’s when the New York State Department 
of Transportation took over the old DL&W right-of-way to build the new Route 17 
Expressway. It is probable that, like the one at Owego, the railroad bridge at Barton was 
originally built of iron and later upgraded to steel. That bridge was located in a rather isolated 
area and there are no known photographs of it. In that area now stand the modern highway 
bridges that carry the Expressway across the Susquehanna River between the towns of Nichols 
and Barton. 








Perhaps the least thought of bridges over the Susquehanna River in Tioga 
County are the ones that carry the Route 17 Expressway over the river between 
the towns of Nichols and Barton. Originally a ferry operated near here, but for 
over fifty years a railroad bridge carried the tracks of the Delaware, Lackawanna, 
and Western railroad over the Susquehanna at this spot. When the new highway 
was being constructed in the late 1960’s and early 1970's, it largely followed 
the old railroad right-of-way. There is a fairly substantial island in the middle of 
the river at this location and the bridges are divided by it, so that there are 
actually four bridges here now, a pair for eastbound traffic and a pair for 
westbound traffic. These are modern highway bridges, of a typical design, 
erected between 1971 and 1973. No photos could be located which showed 
the ferry or the railroad bridge that had been here. There are no real settlements 
near here on either side of the river, just a few widely scattered farms and rural 
homes. The first photo shows the three-span eastern portion of the westbound 
lanes, while the second photo shows the four-span western portion of the 
westbound lanes. No changes in this set of bridges are anticipated when the 
designation for the road is changed to Interstate Route 86 in the near future. 
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The question of covered bridges in Tioga County is often raised. There was 
never a covered bridge across the Susquehanna River in Tioga County. In fact 
there was only one covered bridge for a public roadway ever built in Tioga 
County. Shown here in a rare old photograph, the lone covered bridge stood in 
northern Tioga County and carried West Creek Road across the West Branch 
of the Owego Creek into Tompkins County from the southwest corner of the 
town of Berkshire. 
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Some Thoughts from under a Bridge, 


Nathaniel Parker Willis, in his time, 
was perhaps the best-known Ameri- 
Can poet, essayist, journalist, and edi- 
tor rolled into one. After studying at 
Yale, touring England, and getting 
married, he accepted an invitation 
from a college friend, a member of 
the locally prominent Pompelly fam- 
ily and moved with his wife to Owego 
in 1837. Here he hoped to enjoy the 
peaceful atmosphere and to allow 
nature to inspire his writing career. 
Some literary experts have said that 
here he wrote his finest work, a se- 
ries of essays featuring his life at 
“Glenmary,” the name he gave to his 
farm on the west bank of Owego 
Creek near modern Talcott Street. 
The book was ttled, Letters from 
under a Bridge in honor of a small 
stone bridge which he constructed 
and maintained over a tiny brook run- 
ning down the hill near his home. A 
small bench under this bridge was 
Willis’s favorite spot to rest, think, 
and write. Here are a few of his 
thoughts about bridges: 





“Faith! It’s a cool place under a bridge. Knock out the two ends of the Astor House, and turn 
the Hudson through the long passage, and you will get the idea of it. The breeze draws through 
here deftly, the stone wall is cool to my back, and this flooring of running water, besides what 
the air steals from it, sounds and looks refreshing.....Fancy the variety of abodes open, rent- 
free, to a bridge fancier! Besides being roofed, walled, watered, and better situated - bridges 
are on no man’s land. You are no squatter, though you sit upon your hams. You may shut up one 
end with pine boughs, and you have a room a-la-mode - one large window open to the floor. The 
view is of banks and running water - exquisite of necessity. For the summer months I could 
imagine this bridge-gipsying delicious and worthy a conscientious man’s attention.” 


Willis would be delighted to find that Owego’s newest bridge has a special area under the first 
span at the downtown end designed for bridge-lovers to rest, to reflect, and perhaps, to be 


inspired. 











